Starting with Andrew Jackson, presidential candidates in the United States used campaign biographies as useful political tools, and since 1824 no presidential election year has passed without a campaign biography. Martin Van Buren, President Jackson's successor in the White House, became a target of a vicious campaign intended to prevent his election. His Whig opponents used a number of literary genres to slander him, including a mock campaign biography and a novel.
Introduction
In the 1830s, the United States was still a young nation. The political crisis and the bloody Civil War were 30 years away and the country was experiencing an economic boom, urban growth and transportation revolution. It was in this period when the so-called Second Party System emerged, in which two parties, the Democrats and the Whigs, were engaged in a fierce struggle for political influence. For the first time in American history, the parties courted their voters on a large scale, mobilizing different types of political tools. In my article, I want to focus on the Whig efforts to prevent the election of Democratic candidate Martin Van Buren during the presidential election of 1836. Besides political cartoons and articles in the press, Van Buren's opponents turned to other genres to slander the presidential candidate. A mock campaign biography called The Life of Martin Van Buren, allegedly written by a frontiersman, bear hunter and U.S. congressman David Crockett, was published in 1835 and a year later, Nathaniel Beverley Tucker wrote a novel titled The Partisan Leader. Their only aim was to smear as much dirt as possible on their political enemy and it is these two obscure works that I want to discuss in my paper. Neither of them can be considered a great literature, but they deserve scholarly attention as historical and cultural artifacts from one particular era of the history of the antebellum United States.
Campaign biographies are a peculiarly American genre. They are usually printed about the time of presidential election, with a chief purpose of getting a candidate elected. They usually tell the story of a stubborn, determined individual born into simple conditions (preferably a log cabin) working his way up to the presidency through hard work and perseverance (Lepore) . Biographies explain who the candidates are, what they believe in and what they would do if they were elected. For decades, they have been an important part of every presidential election in the United States and most of them have fallen to obscurity with the election that spawned them (Steel) .
The genre dates back to the presidential election of 1824 when General Andrew Jackson, the hero of the War of 1812, stood against John Quincy Adams. Previous presidential candidates, the Founding Fathers such as Thomas Jefferson, James Madison or James Monroe considered campaigning to be beneath their dignity and campaign biographies useless. Already in 1817, General Jackson authorized John Eaton, his friend from Tennessee, to write an account of his career in the War of 1812. In 1824, just before the election, Eaton revised this account and published it as The Life of Andrew Jackson, thus becoming the founder of the genre. The purpose of the biography was purely political, Jackson hoped that it would help him to win the election and therefore, from a fairly accurate account of the general's military career, it was changed into an "utterly uncritical campaign biography of little merit" (Owsley v) and set the trend for virtually all campaign biographies of presidential candidates in the following 150 years. Andrew Jackson lost the election but he was elected president in 1828. Seven years later, his successor, Martin Van Buren, the subject of my paper, had his own campaign biography named (Lundberg) . Nicknamed "the hero of many a well-fought bottle", Pierce is generally ranked as one of the worst presidents the country ever had. Another well-known author who wrote a campaign biography was William Dean Howells, the future "Dean of American letters". In 1860, at the age of 23, he authored a biography of Abraham Lincoln which won him a consulship in Venice, where he spent the entire Civil War (Pecina, The Representation 73) .
In the past few decades, campaign biographies have been gradually disappearing from American political milieu. With the advance of the internet, voters no longer need to rely on printed books to get their share of candidates' past and political program. Already in 1984 an article called "The Vanishing Campaign Biography" published in the New York Times complained that "campaign biographies seem to have fallen on hard times" and "few candidates are writing books anymore, nor are their admirers writing books about them" (Steel) As to the subject of my paper, Martin Van Buren was a New York politician, lawyer, U.S. senator and the eight President of the United States. He was born in Kinderhook, a small Dutch town near Albany, New York, in the same Dutch region that inspired Washington Irving as a setting for his famous stories, such as "Rip van Winkle" or "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow". He was a son of a tavern-keeper and his only schooling was a village academy, which was a major difference between him and other political elites of the 1820s and 1830s. During his political career, he was a bit insecure about his middle-class origin and a lack of formal education (Cole 14). He was admitted to the bar in 1803 and became a skilful lawyer. Donald Cole claims that Van Buren was "one of the most competent lawyers to reach the White House" (25). Van Buren's career of a politician began at the age of twenty nine, when in 1812 he was elected as a member of New York State Senate. Over the next two decades Van Buren's rise to the U.S. Senate and his political skills, flexibility and pragmatic approach, earned him a nickname "the Magician." He almost single-handedly rebuilt the national Democratic Party and supported Andrew Jackson during the 1828 election, which earned him the position of the Secretary of State in Jackson's first administration.
During Jackson's second term, Van Buren served as the vice-president. Virtually all his political enemies labeled him as Jackson's heir-apparent. Their ranks included Daniel Webster, Henry Clay and John C. Calhoun, the three giants of antebellum politics, but also Congressman David Crockett from Tennessee (Kincade 49). Andrew Jackson's approach towards states' rights, Indian removal and Federal Bank angered many, and most of his opponents were drawn into newly-created Whig Party. According to Cole, it was more of an anti-Jacksonian federation than a unified party, but it posed a serious obstacle to Van Buren's election as a president in 1836 (259). As the election year neared, the attacks on Van Buren became so frequent that Senator Benton from Missouri wrote: "No public man, since the days of Mr. Jefferson, has been pursued with more bitterness than Mr. Van Buren, none, not excepting to Mr. Jefferson himself, has ever had to withstand the combined assaults of so many, and such formidable powers" (Kincade 53 The personality of its alleged author is as important as the fact that it is probably the only mock campaign biography ever published in the country, since David Crockett is one of the most legendary figures of American history. Thanks to his almost mythical status, it is sometimes difficult to distinguish legend from fact. Colonel Crockett was a backwoodsman and hunter from Tennessee and a U.S. congressman who perished at the Alamo in 1836. The heroic death at the Alamo elevated his already legendary status to truly gigantic proportions and Crockett eventually became a protagonist of countless songs, plays and tall-tales published in the so-called Crockett Almanacs, the longest running series of comic almanacs in the antebellum era.
As far as his political career is concerned, he won a seat in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1827 and was re-elected in 1829 and 1833. He originally sided with his fellow Tennessean Andrew Jackson, but in 1829 he split with him and the Tennessee delegation on variety of issues, including the infamous Indian Removal Bill (Lofaro XX). Throughout his career, he carefully crafted an image of honest, unschooled backwoodsman and bear hunter with a common sense, a self-made man opposed to the rich, educated politicians from the East. In the early 1830s, Crockett was a celebrity and by this time legends started circulating about him. In 1834, partly designed to dispel the growing myths circulating about him and partly as a campaign autobiography, Crockett published A Narrative of the Life of David Crockett of the State of Tennessee, which today remains the most accurate source of information about him and has been in print ever since. Hutton claims that Crockett was one of the first Americans to make a living off his celebrity status, but, at the same time, he was very ineffective as a politician, too honest and too independent, unable to compromise (xxi). During his three terms in Congress, he failed to have one single piece of legislation passed.
However, the newly formed Whig party saw a great opportunity to include such a celebrity within their ranks. Though their political beliefs representing the interests of planters and merchants had little to do with Crockett philosophy, he came to believe that they were running him for president in 1836. The Whigs began "vigorously and shamelessly exploiting Crockett's fame" (Hauck 10-11) and in 1835, two works ghost-written by Whig party hacks but naming Crockett as an author were published. One was the previously mentioned mock biography of Martin Van Buren, the other an account of his tour of Eastern cities called An Account of Colonel Crockett's Tour to the North and Down East. But despite all the publicity Crockett was receiving, the Whigs found him uncontrollable and they began to distance themselves from him. In August 1835, Crockett's political career was over.
The Life of Martin Van Buren has been variously described as "scurrilous" (Cole 264), "satirical" (Hauck 11), or "bitter" (Hutton xxv). The most probable author of the biography was a Whig Congressman from Georgia named Augustin Smith Clayton (Hauck 19). By using Crockett's well-known name, Van Buren's Whig enemies wanted to exploit the backwoodsman's fame and add credibility to the biography. However, large parts of this "biography" do not concern Van Buren's life at all and consist mostly of a Whig harangue about the politics of Jacksonian Democrats.
The biography is written in the first person, as if Crockett really wrote it himself and the narrator often compares Van Buren's past with Crockett's own with sentences like "we both came from nothing" (24), "I, too, have been nominated for president" (25), "he is only three years older than I am" (25). The biography's Crockett even finds parallels between his own upbringing and Van Buren's: "Mr. Van Buren's parents were humble, plain and not much troubled with book knowledge; and so were mine . . . He has become a great man without any good reason for it and so did I. He has been nominated for president without the least pretensions; and so have I" (27) . But here the parallels end and the image of Van Buren the biography presents is not pleasing for the presidential candidate at all. It is not surprising that it has earned monikers like satirical or bitter since it paints Van Buren in the worst light possible. It mocks his appearance ("his face is a good deal shriveled, and he looks sorry, not for anything he has gained, but what he may lose" [26] ), education ("at six years old, he could actually tell when his book was wrong and upwards" [29] ) and character ("Jackson is open, bold, warm-hearted, confiding and passionate to a fault. Van Buren is secret, sly, selfish, cold, calculating, distrustful, treacherous" [13] ). Image of Van Buren as a sly fox was very popular among his political enemies during the campaign.
Interestingly, for real-life Martin Van Buren appearance played an important role. Since his young age, he loved fancy dress, with his ties, vests and coats always in matching colors. This is how he was described in 1828:
His complexion was a bright blond and he dressed accordingly. On this occasion, he wore an elegant snuff-colored broadcloth coat, with velvet collar to match; his cravat was orange tinted silk with modest lace tips; his vest was of pearl hue; his trousers were white duck; his silk hose corresponded to his vest, his shoes were Morocco; his fitting gloves were yellow kid; his hat, a long-furred beaver, with broad brim, was of Quaker color. (Cole 172-3)
Simply put, Van Buren dressed like a dandy. Though when he was running for a president he was much older and he began to dress more formally, his image of a dandy was well-known around the nation's capital. His Whig opponents were well aware of that and used it against him. The Life of Martin Van Buren presents what Cole calls "a devastating caricature" (265): "When he enters the senatechamber in the morning, he struts and swaggers like a crow in a gutter. He is laced up in corsets such as women in a town wear, and, if possible, tighter than the best of them. It would be difficult to say, from his personal appearance, whether he was man or woman, but for his large red and grey whiskers" (Crockett 80-81). Cole asserts that in antebellum America where masculinity was glorified and women were assigned domestic roles, this feminine image hurt (265).
Starting with opening sentences, the author tries to convince his readers that Van Buren is totally incompetent and not entitled to be the nation's president. He claims that Van Buren achieved his position in the government only through luck and intrigue and that President Jackson personally groomed him to be his successor. This suggestion is not entirely wrong since, according to Kincade, for most of the Americans Van Buren, though less known than the war hero Jackson, was not a problem, but they objected to President Jackson being personally involved in choosing his successor (51). The author concludes the biography with a belief that he presented a sufficient amount of useful information about Van Buren, but he is probably aware of its poor quality when he claims that "there are many persons who will call my book perfect trash; will wonder how people of sense can read such nonsense" (Crockett 206) .
The Partisan Leader, the second discussed work of my paper, is not a campaign biography, but a novel. However, it fits the scope of my article since it had the same purpose as The Life of Martin Van Buren. Besides being an anti-Van Buren work, there are other parallels with the mock biography -it is similarly obscure and it was not published under the author's real name. The Partisan Leader was written by Nathaniel Beverley Tucker, a Virginia judge and law professor at the College of William and Mary. Labelled "Virginia fire-eater" (Parrington 35) , he was one of the most zealous defenders of the South and the doctrine of states' rights during the antebellum era. He believed that during Jackson's two terms in office, the federal government had assumed despotic powers and intended to destroy the South politically and economically (Wrobel 327) . Tucker used the novel with Van Buren as an arch-villain to warn the readers that his election would so threaten the rights of southern states that they would eventually secede (Cole 266).
The Partisan Leader was "secretly" published in late 1836 by Duff Green, an editor of the United States Telegraph and a supporter of John C. Calhoun and states' rights. The title page of the novel is wholly fictitious. It claims that the author is Edward William Sidney and the publication year is 1856, which was a part of the gimmick suggested by the novel's subtitle A Tale of the Future. (Brugger 122) The novel was described by Vernon Parrington as "a romantically extravagant book, quite the absurdest in the library of the old South" (37). Since Tucker was neither Hawthorne nor Melville and lacked both originality and talent, it is not a well-written novel. He took inspiration from both James Fenimore Cooper and Walter Scott. His characters are flat, the plot is chaotic and the novel remains curiously unfinished since Tucker never wrote the intended sequel (Pecina, "Nathaniel Beverely Tucker" 65) .
It is set in the future, in 1849. Martin Van Buren is the president of the country and he is seeking reelection for a fourth time. Because of his despotic rule, Southern states seceded and formed a Confederacy. Virginia is still under the control of Van Buren's forces, but there are guerrilla bands waging a partisan war against them. The name of the novel refers to Douglas Trevor, one of the main protagonists who commands these bands against Van Buren's corrupt government. However, it might also refer to Van Buren himself, who during the 1820s formed the national Democratic Party and became its de facto leader.
Van Buren is the arch-villain of the novel. He is a master of intrigue, rules the country as a dictator and has turned the White House to a palace where he occupies "a presidential throne" (Tucker 40) . Interestingly, when describing Van Buren's appearance, Tucker plays on the same "dandy" theme as the mock biography: "Though far advanced in life, he was tastily even daintily dressed, his whole costume being exactly adapted to a diminutive and dapper person, a fair complexion, a light and brilliant eye, and a head which might have formed a study for the phrenologist" (133). Again, Van Buren is portrayed as an effeminate fop. As mentioned before, Tucker never concluded the narrative and the present-day importance of the novel lies in the fact that he was the first author in the country who predicted a military conflict between the North and the South.
Conclusion
There is no evidence that the authors of the two discussed works coordinated their literary attempts to prevent Van Buren's election. While Tucker was a legal scholar and self-proclaimed champion of the South acting on his own, the mock autobiography was written by Whig party hacks. But both the biography and the novel were a part of the above mentioned "combined assaults" from all sides of antiJacksonian political spectrum and both of them failed in their goal. The Partisan Leader was published too late to influence the election and people probably did not believe that it was the real David Crockett who wrote The Life of Martin Van Buren. In 1836 presidential election, Van Buren carried fifteen states and won 170 electoral votes which was enough to defeat his Whig opponents. However, these two works of different genres remain very unique attempts of using literature as a political tool, probably unparalleled in the history of American presidential elections.
